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Turning for refuge 

Just before I started talking we recited refuge and bodhichitta, a one stanza prayer called “sang gye 

chö dang,” which is the fundamental Buddhist practice of refuge. We need to turn to the Buddha, 

Dharma and Sangha at all times - in good times and in bad times, through thick and thin – for ultimately 

there is nobody else who we can depend on. If we depend on the three jewels, recalling their unfailing 

service to all sentient beings – especially the devout who turn to them – we will never be let down by 

the three jewels.  

Considering how important and fundamental refuge is, we spent more than two weeks now talking 

about the qualities of Buddha, dharma and Sangha. The reason for reiteration of my explanation is the 

need to listen, hear time and again because from exposure to teachings once – unless one is super 

intelligent – we cannot remember everything, so repetition is quite important. That’s why I’ve been 

talking about this. In that one stanza prayer,  

Sang gyä chö dang tsok kyi chog nam la / Jang chub bar du dag ni kyab su chi  

I go for refuge until I reach enlightenment/to the Buddha, the Dharma and the Highest 

Assembly  

Buddha, Dharma and community, until the state of my own enlightenment I go for refuge to you. The 

first two lines spell out who we turn to, and why. The next two lines as you are well aware spell out 

sem kye which is called bodhichitta; ‘sem’ means mind, ‘kye’ means mind generation, developing an 

expanded mind which is bodhichitta.  

Dag gi jin sog gyi päi tsog nam kyi/Dro la pän chir sang gyä drub par shog   

Through my collections (of merit and wisdom) from practicing giving and the other 

perfections, / may I attain the state of a Buddha to be able to benefit all sentient 

beings. 

Obviously you can also chose to say simple refuge text as was recited: to the Guru I go for refuge, to 

Buddha I go for refuge, to Dharma I go for refuge, to Sangha I go for refuge.  

True paths and true cessations 

Assuming that I have done simple justice to our talking about the qualities of the jewel of Buddha, let 

me now elaborate a bit more about the second jewel, the jewel of Dharma – although I did talk about 

that last week. Briefly speaking, the jewel of Dharma particularly refers to the true cessation of all 

suffering and true path: true cessation and true path to cessation. The actual jewel of Dharma, as the 

word actual says, is the real agent that helps us to get out samsara. If you can recall the analogy of 

medical model – the doctor, medicine and nursing professionals – that the three jewels are likened 

to: the Buddha is the physician, medicine the actual agent [Dharma] that really addresses sickness and 

then nursing professional staff are the Sangha community who help us recover. Just as in this model 

it is medicine that really hits the problem and then overcomes the problem, in the same way it is once 
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knowledge of Dharma and true state of cessation permanent cessation and the agent which helps you 

gain that cessation is the actual healer of our mind.  

True cessation is permanent state of freedom, liberation, relief from what we have been going through 

throughout beginningless time: suffering of body and mind. And where do our suffering of body and 

mind stem from? According to Buddha they stem from negative karmas, actions, which in turn are 

propelled or prompted by delusions – delusions of attachment, anger and ignorance. In order that we 

are permanently free, that one and all are permanently free of karma and delusions, we need to attack 

the delusion at the root. From a Buddha’s perspective the root of all delusions, and therefore root of 

all suffering, is a fundamental misconception in our mind about what is real. Therefore, that 

misconception is called ignorance conceiving or adhering to a concept of true independent existence 

of all things. To rid us of this, we need to develop a diametrically opposed perspective which sees that 

things are not as they seem to be, things are empty of independent or inherent nature.  

How do we eradicate, free our mind of the distortion that things exist in and of themselves, 

independently? We need to cultivate that wisdom, the cutting edge wisdom that things do not at all 

exist in the way they seem to exist. Once, according to the teachings, you gain this kind of knowledge 

and then work on the knowledge and apply it to desire, anger and all situations in life, as a result that 

knowledge will have a profound gradual impact on our delusions – attachment, anger, jealousy, the 

lot – will lose steam. Gradually, they will fade away; they will fade away permanently never to return 

once you have applied that knowledge consistently, until all delusions have ceased in the state of 

emptiness. The permanent cessation of all delusions is what is called true cessation, the third of the 

four truths of Arya beings.  

Separation from delusions 

As we first cultivate that knowledge and learn about the knowledge, develop the knowledge, sustain 

the knowledge and then apply that cutting edge knowledge or wisdom of shunyata or emptiness of 

inherent existence, gradually attachment and anger will lose steam: they will become weaker and they 

will incrementally subside. Along with that, all other associated delusions of arrogance, haughtiness, 

jealousy, miserliness and the lot will have no base and they will just fall away into the state of 

emptiness. They will fall away, dissolve into their ultimate state of emptiness of inherent existence. 

So what we need to do is meditate, associate, reflect on selfless existence of all things again and again. 

As they fade away, you will achieve a state of total separation from these and that state of separation 

is true cessation.  

The point just made is reiteration of what has already been mentioned, that when delusions run wild 

in our mind like arrogance, anger jealousy and so on, not only the mind suffers but delusions in the 

mind also impact on the body, on the physical health. Physical health suffers, leading to actual physical 

ailments. If we want permanent sense of relief from all psychological distress, physical distress, the 

one antidote and the one panacea is the wisdom understanding shunyata or emptiness. We really 

need to meditate again and again and as we start to meditate delusions will not immediately be gone, 

but they will lose force. As they lose force, in the face of persistent attack by wisdom, they will be 

totally vanquished, overcome and as a result you achieve that state of permanent separation, relief 

from them.  

The path to cessations 

The second element of jewel of Dharma is the fourth of the truths: true path. What is a path? Path 

obviously is not a physical entity. Path here has a spiritual connotation and a mental psychological 

connotation. Path is true knowledge that directly attacks the root misconception about truth. That 
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conceptual knowledge is the phase of development of the path and when the knowledge of true 

emptiness of true existence is gained directly, that is when you develop true path. That true path is 

what really helps us develop true cessation.  

Let me then say we have briefly covered what is jewel of Dharma. Please remember it does not refer 

to scriptures that are up there or that you have in different print forms. The jewel of Dharma actually 

refers to spiritual realisations that bring permanent relief from karma and delusions. Of course, that 

is not to say that scriptures are not jewel of Dharma, they are a similitude of the jewel of Dharma.  

Jewel of Sangha 

So now, what is jewel of Sangha? Jewel of Sangha is anyone from path of accumulation up to the state 

of Buddhahood. In Buddhism there are three vehicles and each of the three systems has five paths: 

the path of accumulation, the path of preparation, the path of seeing, up to the path of no more 

learning.  

We have got two yanas: Theravada [Hinayana] and Mahayana. If you imagine there is a person who 

enters the Theravada system and enters the path of accumulation and preparation and path of seeing. 

When you are on the path of seeing, you understand emptiness directly; therefore, that is a profound 

realisation that cuts through delusions at their root. Again, you move on to the remaining two paths: 

path of mediation and path of no more learning. In the Theravada system, you mediate on the direct 

knowledge of emptiness. When you reach the path of no more learning of the Theravada system, you 

become an arhat. Arhat means somebody who has achieved perfect nirvana, completely free from all 

delusions and all negative karma, but they have achieve nirvana only for themselves for the time being 

– they have forgotten, left behind, they are not doing anything for sentient beings.  

Since they are not enlightened, they have to enter Mahayana path. When they enter Mahayana path, 

they enter Mahayana path by entering the first path: path of accumulation. Such a person, when they 

are on the Mahayana path they have no delusion, they are arhats who have totally overcome 

delusions. Their primary concern right from that moment is working on the elimination of obstructions 

to omniscience. They enter Mahayana path of accumulation, preparation, seeing once more. Then 

they reach the state of Buddhahood.   

But somebody who enters the Mahayana path right from beginning, like an ordinary person who 

develops bodhichitta but has no understanding of wisdom of shunyata, they have not overcome 

delusions; they have bodhichitta, which is admirable, but they have not got the wisdom. Such people, 

first they need to work on overcoming their delusions and then when they see emptiness directly, 

their knowledge of emptiness is coupled with bodhichitta and they can move on. When they reach 

Mahayana path of no more leaning they are Buddhas.  

An arhat who has entered the Mahayana path of accumulation, which is simultaneous with developing 

bodhichitta, that arhat is a perfect example of jewel of Sangha. And likewise, all other Arya beings of 

any of the two systems is an example of jewel of Sangha. Anyone who has totally uprooted from their 

mind-stream the three poisons of attachment, hatred or anger and ignorance – such people like Aryas, 

arhats and Buddhas – they are the jewel of Sangha.  

What about ordained human beings who have the vows of celibacy and so on? What are they? If they 

have attained path of seeing, they too are a perfect model of jewel of Sangha. If they have not 

attained, then they could be considered a [similitude of the] jewel of Sangha. With this, we have 

covered the fundamental Buddhist practice of refuge. In going for refuge, in taking refuge, first we 
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must know who we are taking refuge in and of that I spent time talking about the three jewels. I have 

tried to explain to the best of my ability.  

Indefatigable conviction 

As always it is not so much the knowledge of who is Buddha, what is Dharma, and who is Sangha, but 

having total trust in them. It’s not so much the knowledge of the three jewels but the conviction, total 

trust in the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha that they are unfailing source of refuge, protection from 

karma and delusions. If we have this indefatigable conviction in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha through 

thick and thin, in good times and hard times, when it comes to a need to find support, your mind 

immediately turns to three jewels. That could be considered as having refuge.  

If one forgets the three jewels when one is doing materially well – good house, good food, good cloths 

– and all of a sudden when something goes wrong you begin to think of three jewels, what kind of 

refuge is that? It’s half-hearted refuge, it’s not really quality refuge. It is fair weather refuge, therefore 

fair weather refuge does not amount to quality refuge. A person grounded in Buddhist practice at all 

times relies upon the three jewels, particularly when one is doing fairly well in material terms. How 

can we particularly remember three jewels when you are riding the crest of success and you become 

the most popular, the most successful? If deep down if you take time to recollect, “Why do I have this 

success?” And if you think to yourself from the heart of one’s heart, “I’m enjoying this success due to 

my refuge in three jewels,” and therefore have some sense of gratitude to the three jewels and not 

getting too carried away with success, that could be a mark of refuge in good times.  

In bad times, obviously if one has some idea of Buddhism of Buddhist practice, you would not hesitate 

to think of Buddha, Dharma and Sangha then totally trusting three jewels, that they will help gradually 

overcome the problem at hand or the distress. Then, totally trust in their ability like bodhisattvas. 

Bodhisattvas are altruistic spiritual warriors who pray to fall sick, who pray to face problems, to be 

born in hell realms for the sake of others. If during hard times we may not be able to have that kind 

of dauntless courage to take on more suffering of others, at least you could turn to, trust the three 

jewels to address and minimise the problem.  

The suffering of pervasive conditioning 

I would like to spend a few more minutes addressing persistent questions by Ray about the third of 

three types of suffering, what is called suffering of pervasive conditioning. I did some reading and the 

material I real said that the first two types of suffering – suffering of acute physical mental distress 

and secondly, the suffering of change of a seeming state of pleasure into discomfort and pain – these 

two sufferings stem from an underlying and overarching state of imperceptible unwellness which is 

there but you don’t feel. An example given in the material says if somebody has some kind of initial 

level of ulcer in the stomach, before it becomes a full-blown problem the ulcer is there but you don’t 

feel it. Later on, when the ulcer becomes bigger and deteriorates into a problem, then it becomes 

acute physical pain. The suffering of pervasive condition is like the initial phase of the imperceptibly 

present ulcer in the system. It is there to give rise to subsequent pain.  

The Tibetan word for this is an ‘unripened’ ulcer in the system: in the initial state you are enjoying 

perfect health of body and mind, the ulcer is there and it will be the reason why later on something 

will go wrong. The initial phase of the presence of unripened ulcer is similar to suffering of pervasive 

conditioning. Suffering of pervasive conditioning doesn’t give any pain, doesn’t give any pleasure, yet 

it is the very reason why things go wrong in terms of health of body and mind. At the initial state it is 

so dormant and imperceptible unless you are an Arya being or arhat you are not aware of the deadly 

significance of the imperceptible presence of the suffering.  
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From the suffering of pervasive conditioning people experience the second type of suffering: the 

change of pleasure declining, receding in intensity to become pain. An example given in the reading 

of materials, the suffering of change is like eating rice when you’re hungry. Unfortunately the rice is 

also poisoned. But when you’re hungry when you eat the poisonous rice you just enjoy the fragrant 

rice and you feel quite satisfied. Later on, when the poison begins to act, then the rice which gave you 

so much pleasure now is causing problem.  An analogy of the suffering of actual pain is when the initial 

ulcer gradually becomes bigger and becomes a full blown ulcer or tumour; the pain it gives from within 

the body is an example of suffering of actual pain.  

Meditation 

I was going to have you mediate maybe for 10-15 minutes but I talked far too long. Nevertheless, I 

would still ask you to mediate on love and compassion and now you know what is love, what is 

compassion. By the way, love has sense of bestowal of wellbeing onto those who don’t have wellbeing 

and compassion has a sense of separation, removal of pain from those who are experiencing pain. So 

please meditate on love and compassion, thinking to yourself how wonderful it would be if all sentient 

beings were happy, well and had the causes of wellness; and how nice or marvellous it would be if 

human beings are free from suffering, the actual symptoms and underlying causes.  

Please meditate on some time.  

Thank you very much for your participation as well as probing questions by people like Ray and so on; 

questions about two truths which are about ontology of things, questions of four truths which is about 

fundamental Buddhist framework and five paths and so on. Thank you very much.  

 


